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ABSTRACT
This capstone project aimed to determine if low-performing African American
college students’ (1) mastery of reading skills and (2) level of classroom engagement are
elevated if they are taught with literature that is culturally relevant literature to them.
Students participating in this study were forty-three college freshmen at The University
of Southern Mississippi enrolled in fall 2019 in a 3-semester hour remedial reading
course entitled “Intermediate Reading.” All students enrolled scored below 16 on the
American College Test (ACT) which aims to measure college readiness. In the 20192020 academic year, African American students were enrolled in this course at a ratio of
4.95 to 1 compared to non-African American students. For this capstone project an action
research model was selected. The researcher sought to determine (1) students’ levels of
mastery of four reading skills (analyzing, decoding, vocabulary, and the discovery of
theme), and (2) if students’ engagement in class differed if culturally relevant literature
was used versus when it was not. The study found that students who matched the
protagonist more closely with regard to culture and gender had the biggest gains where
engagement, understanding, and performance were considered.
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CHAPTER I - INTRODUCTION
Colleges and universities around the world have provided services and created
numerous programs to help students succeed academically. Whether it be tutoring
services, homework help, writing centers, or specifically designed college preparation
courses, colleges have attempted to help all students succeed in the college arena. In
addition to the academic amenities outside of the classroom, universities around the
world have developed an array of introductory remedial courses for students in math,
English, and reading. The University of Southern Mississippi (USM) is no different.
The University of Southern Mississippi has added a number of these introductory
courses into their course catalog. Even though these courses are housed in different
departments and schools, every course designed to assist potentially at-risk students
begins with the word ‘intermediate’. USM takes students’ American College Testing
(ACT) score into consideration to assess college readiness. Students scoring below a
specific cut-score on the ACT in a particular skill area (reading comprehension or
mathematics, for example) are required to take an “intermediate” course in that area. It is
important to note that each department/school has a specific numerical value that
indicates if the student is required to take the introductory course.
A course entitled “Intermediate Reading” (CIE 99) was the focus of this action
research project. CIE 99 is housed in the Curriculum and Instruction program in the
School of Education at the University of Southern Mississippi. This course is designed to
help students whose ACT scores in reading are below a composite score of 16—for
decoding, analyzing, developing a deeper understanding, and strengthening vocabulary—
to improve their reading and writing. Traditionally, this course has allowed teacher
1

autonomy in what literature and teaching methods are used to help the students to sharpen
their skills. In recent years, teachers have elected to use passages about government,
classical literature, or works written by well-known authors to allow students to develop
their skills. Although there have been exceptions, most of the passages chosen do not take
enrolled students’ ethnic and racial cultures into consideration. Faculty members who
teach CIE 99 have remarked that some students show little to no interest in the course.
Additionally, these faculty report having had issues with student attendance and
motivation. It is also important to note that this course has traditionally enrolled many
students of color who frequently make up the majority of any given class section.
Baseline Description
Standardized tests have been a stumbling block for many Americans at key levels
in the education system. Traditionally, whether it is the pre-kindergarten through twelfth
grade school system or the academic college preparedness exams for college admission,
students of color, and African American students in particular, have scored lower on
these tests compared to their European American counterparts (Jencks & Phillips, 1998).
Although this these findings cannot be applied to all African American students who
have moved into the collegiate sphere, research on performance and learning with an eye
toward culture can and should be conducted. This study is an attempt at that research and
applies to the students in Intermediate Reading at The University of Southern
Mississippi.
In the 2018-19 academic year, the researcher instructed four sections of
Intermediate Reading at USM for the fall and spring semesters. The vast majority of
students enrolled in all sections were African Americans. Across the four sections, this
2

group made up about 83% (a 4.95 to 1) majority compared to CIE 99 enrollees from
other ethnicities.
Section

African Americans

Caucasian

International

Ratio

H001 (Spring)

5

0

0

5 to 0

H002 (Spring)

6

0

1

6 to 1

H002 (Fall)

33

9

0

3.6 to 1

H003 (Fall)

26

4

1

5.2 to 1

Understanding that an ethnic majority exists for this course, the researcher could
not help but ponder why professors who taught the course in the past did not consider
using content that mirrored the culture of the majority student population more closely.
CIE 99 aims to help students build better reading skills. Objectives and goals for
the course require students to (1) recognize personal strengths and weaknesses in reading,
use appropriate strategies to enhance comprehension, (2) respond to reading with writing,
speaking, and listening, (3) apply strategies for extending personal vocabulary, (4)
analyze and synthesize text, (5) compare and contrast text, (6) discover the theme of
written works, and (7) make inferences from a text. Even though these seven objectives
and goals are essential, the route through which the students meet these goals is left up to
the instructor.
Conscious of the fact that traditional material is important for students to learn,
one could argue that governmental structures, classical literature, and poetry by Robert
Frost are appropriate works to be utilized by high school students in public education.
While the researcher understood that professors should not assume anything when it
3

comes to students’ previous exposure to literature, instructors in higher education have
more flexibility in selecting literature as opposed to those who must follow a state
education curriculum.
With this understanding, a study was developed to determine the extent to which a
subgroup of African American college students at the University of Southern Mississippi
would master course objectives if the selected literature they were exposed to was more
culturally relevant to their lived situations.
This study focuses on the following three research questions:
1. What level of impact did culturally relevant literature have on the mastery of
course objectives for African American college students at the University of
Southern Mississippi enrolled in CIE 99 in fall 2019?
2. What level of impact did engagement have on the mastery of course objectives for
culturally relevant literature for African American college students at the
University of Southern Mississippi enrolled in CIE 99 in fall 2019?
3. What level of impact did prior knowledge have on the mastery of course objectives
using culturally relevant literature for African American college students at the
University of Southern Mississippi enrolled in CIE 99 in fall 2019?
Definition of Terms
For this study, the following key terms for the study are identified; Cultural
Literacy, African American, and College Student. These terms were selected because
they held a significant importance to the overall premise of this study.
African Americans
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“Citizens or legal residents of the U.S. of black African descent. For persons of
black African descent who are not citizens or legal residents of the U.S., use "Blacks."
(“ERIC -Thesaurus- African American,” 1980). For the purposes of this study, African
Americans are those students who participated in the study who fit the definition above.
Attendance
“The act or fact of attending something or someone” “Merriam-Websterattendance, 2019) For the purposes of this study, Attendance was a focus of the study that
fit the definition above.
College Students
“Students attending an institution of higher education -- includes all levels, 1styear through postgraduate.” (“ERIC -Thesaurus- College Students,” 1966). For the
purposes of this study, college students are the students who participated in the study who
were enrolled in Intermediate Reading during the fall of 2019 at USM.
Cultural Relevance
“Applicability of materials, methods, or programs to one's own ethnicity, social
status, gender, religion, home and community environment, and/or personal experiences”
(“ERIC -Thesaurus- Cultural Relevance,” 1995) For the purposes of this study, Cultural
Relevance, in combination with literature, was a focus of the study that fit the definition
above.
Learner Engagement
“Meaningful involvement by learners in their own education or training.
Indicators may include active participation in instruction and other school activities,
desire to succeed, willingness to expend effort to achieve, and persistence in the face of
5

obstacles.” (“ERIC -Thesaurus- Learner Engagement,” 2008) For the purposes of this
study, Learner Engagement was a focus of the study that fit the definition above.
Literature
“Writings in which expression and form, in connection with ideas of permanent and
universal interest, are characteristic or essential features, as poetry, novels, history,
biography, and essays.” “Any kind of Printed materials” (Dictionary.com, 2019) For the
purposes of this study, Literature, in combination with Cultural Relevance, was a focus of
the study that fit the definition above.

6

CHAPTER II – LITERATURE REVIEW
Historically, America has seen numerous shifts in education. After the
desegregation of schools, America started to become more open to the idea of making the
school system and classrooms more inclusive, although this was not a swift process. Over
the years, this inclusive process has been slower than the desegregation of schools.
Though more teachers of color are entering the school system, which can be seen as a
part of creating inclusive environments, new curricula and the approaches to student
learning has changed little or has remained constant.
Throughout most of its existence, America has operated with a “majority rules”
mentality. This has been seen in elections, U.S. Supreme Court decisions, and even in the
school systems. Most school systems choose to tailor their programs after elite
institutions; since these institutions are mostly Caucasian, many schools feel that if the
learning and curriculum is good for the majority, it will be useful for all. Because African
American students were having a hard time adapting to majority-based, “universal
curriculum,” Ladson-Billings (1995) decided to focus on examining the benefits of
culturally relevant education for the Pre-kindergarten through twelfth grade sector for
African American students (Ladson-Billings, 1995).
From studies from researchers like Ladson-Billings, the idea of culturally relevant
teaching (CRT) was developed. This idea of CRT has been tested and put to use in
selected school settings. Some public schools developed different forms of professional
development courses and exercises for teachers that aimed to promote teaching that was
culturally relevant to pupils. As a result of these efforts, some teachers began to see their
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students become more constructive, engaged in active learning, and saw their classrooms
become more student-centered (Byrd, 2016).
Though these implementations showed positive results in K-12 public education,
they were not implemented in any systematic way in higher education, except in specific
upper-level level programs such as Black Studies, African American Studies and Women
and Gender Studies. African American college students once again fell into a “majority
rule” type of learning experience.
For this project, the study of culturally relevant education for African American
college students focused on students obtaining an education from a predominantly white
institution of higher learning: The University of Southern Mississippi. In order to
develop a better understanding, the literature review that follows examines what research
was present surrounding a culturally relevant education for African American college
students. However, because this topic has not been heavily researched or discussed in
higher education (as opposed to K-12 education), limited research was found surrounding
the topic. Nevertheless, from the presented research, five themes emerged as crucial
concerns for African American College students attending predominantly white
institutions.
Themes of Research
Part of this project involved a review of the literature on learning and culture.
From my review of the research, six themes emerged: pedagogy, cultural relevance, prior
knowledge, achievement, American College Testing, and environment.
Pedagogy
Pedagogy is the method in which a teacher or instructor presents a lesson
8

(Merriam Webster, n.d.). Per the definition, pedagogy is simply a method. Thusly, in
some situations and under some conditions, teachers have flexibility in their presentation
of material and content for students. However, some researchers have experimented with
specific ways to present material to African American college students. These ways, the
researchers conclude, can lead to higher levels of learning.
Jett (2013), utilized work by Gay (2002, 2010) and Ladson-Billings (1997, 2009)
to infuse culturally responsive teaching into a collegiate mathematics class. Even though
Gay and Ladson-Billings’ work was for pre-kindergarten through twelfth grade students,
Jett wanted to test out these researchers’ theories and suggestions in the higher education
arena; in particular, a mathematics class. Jett’s inspiration spun from evaluation
comments from students that suggested that instead of focusing on race, he should solely
focus on the subject (Jett, 2013). Therefore, Jett felt it necessary to unpack why African
American students felt it necessary to not associate math with their culture, which led to
the development of his theory, Africana Mathematics (Jett, 2013).
Africana Mathematics was designed to allow African American students to
explore mathematics with a cultural outlook. This exploration allowed for students to
engage in open dialogue, gave the ability to infuse culture into the subject, and began to
remove the stigma that African Americans are incapable of performing well in
mathematics (Jett, 2013). Jett went on to say that when he started to test the Africana
Mathematics theory, he made sure to first treat his students as if they were
mathematically competent, followed by discussions about their culture, and lastly by
embracing critical discussions around culture (Jett, 2013).
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Chadwick (2011) tested Ladson-Billings’ research with the University of Illinois
Black Chorus. Much like Jett (2013), Dr. Ollie Watts Davis, the conductor that
influenced Chadwick’s (2011) research, was also interested in how students saw
themselves. Davis infused culturally relevant practices or cultural competence, critical
consciousness, and academic success as suggested by Ladson-Billings into the choral
arena at the college (Chadwick, 2011). From this adjustment, Davis saw that students
began to create social bonds that helped influence their performance of music and helped
inspire discoveries about the students’ heritage and identity (Chadwick, 2011).
As it relates to literature, Gross (2016) focused on how to teach African American
undergraduate students literature. Gross (2016) suggested that teachers delve deeper into
the literature in order to have deeper discussions about the literature and how it related to
artistic, political, and historical contexts (Gross, 2016). Gross’s suggestion for this was in
response to the deaths of Trayvon Martin and Michael Brown. Gross argued that teachers
should embrace students’ cultures, both good and bad aspects, and use them as teaching
tools when it comes to African American literature. He also suggested that having these
conversations about culture and literature could create a space in which students develop
a deeper understanding of the literature (Gross, 2016). Moreover, Gross (2016) believed
that having these conversations about culture and literature could also help students
understand social death, de jure and de facto discrimination, and issues surrounding
social justice (Gross, 2016).
Sealey-Ruiz’s (2007) research dealt with pedagogy for African American women
in a classroom. Sealey-Ruiz reported how these African American female students
responded to culturally relevant teaching. Sealey-Ruiz reported that these female students
10

wanted to incorporate their lived lives into the curriculum, allowing them to connect the
content to those lived experiences which would allow for better participation from the
students and maximize the content to the students’ fullest potential (Sealey-Ruiz, 2007).
Sealey-Ruiz identified three themes associated with her study: language validation,
positive self and group identity, and affirmation of goals (Sealey-Ruiz, 2007).
Onward to pedagogy and teachers, Fasching-Varner and Seriki’s (2012) article
examined teachers who did not come from the same demographic makeup as their
African American college students. Fasching-Varner and Seriki argued that teachers who
are from this demographic mismatch struggle with culturally relevant pedagogy.
Fasching-Varner & Seriki argue that teachers’ struggles with culturally relevant
pedagogy stem from a disconnect with articulating commitments, practices of teaching,
resistance, and lack of discourse about culturally relevant pedagogy (Fasching-Varner &
Seriki, 2012). Fasching-Varner & Seriki made the suggestion that teachers should seek
educational frameworks for culturally relevant pedagogy and professional development
in order to appropriately engage in culturally relevant teaching (Fasching-Varner &
Seriki, 2012).
Lucey and White’s (2017) research focused on teachers valuing students’ voices
in culturally responsive teaching and using that knowledge to influence pedagogy. Lucey
and White established a mentor and mentee system to help assist each other in instructing
a graduate course on diversity and culturally responsive pedagogy (Lucey & White,
2017). From this interaction and allowing student voice to influence pedagogy, these
researchers saw themselves developing more professionally with instructing the course
on diversity and culturally relevant pedagogy (Lucey & White, 2017).
11

Cultural Relevance
Cultural relevance is a variety of materials, methods, or programs that are specific
to one’s culture, rather it be ethnicity, social status, gender, religion, environment, or
personal experience (ERIC-Thesaurus-Cultural Relevance, 1995). Cultural relevance has
been a topic of discussion for several researchers. However, many of the researchers have
focused on cultural relevance at the pre-kindergarten through twelfth grade level and not
at the collegiate level. Therefore, cultural relevance will be examined from both a higher
education standpoint and pre-kindergarten through twelfth grade standpoint.
Students of color, primarily boys, tend to show the largest achievement gaps when
literacy is concerned and are most at risk for special education (Cartledge, Keesy, Bennet,
Ramnath, & Council, 2015). Due to this trend, effective intervention is crucial for
emergent readers. Those students who do not receive intervention in their emergent stage
run a greater risk for being classified as poor readers, making it difficult for them to gain
proficiency as they matriculate through their educational journey (Cartledge et. al, 2015).
This is why the infusion of culturally relevant literature is suggested at an early age to
assist these students in working towards proficiency (Cartledge et. al, 2015).
The idea of culturally relevant teaching was first introduced in the 1990’s by Dr.
Gloria Ladson-Billings (Cartledge et. al, 2015). Dr. Ladson-Billings’ research defined
culturally relevant teaching “as the basis for helping students understand themselves and
others, structure social interactions, and conceptualize knowledge’’ (Ladson-Billings,
1992). When these practices are introduced in the classroom space, students of color are
able to identify themselves in the material, therefore deepening the importance of
learning the material (Cartledge et. al, 2015).
12

Cartledge et al., (2015) also suggested that infusing culturally relevant practices
into the classroom would also remove stereotype threat. Cartledge et. al, (2015) defined
stereotype threat as “a psychological construct conceptualized and empirically tested by
Claude Steele and colleagues to explain the poorer performance of intellectually able
stereotyped students (e.g., African Americans and Latinos) compared to similarly able
White peers” (p. 3). The notion of stereotype threat heightens the negative cognitive
ideals students of color exhibit when they are learning in spaces where they do not see
themselves represented, causing a greater decline in reading capabilities (Cartledge et. al,
2015).
Onward to infusing culturally relevant materials to students of a different age
demographic, Verden and Hickman (2009) tested their theory for sixteen weeks by
utilizing culturally relevant material to assist in the learning of urban middle school
students, four students of color and two Caucasian students, who were classified as
emotionally and behaviorally disturbed who also performed poorly in reading (Verden &
Hickman, 2009). During their study, Verden and Hickman led students through group
discussions, social skill development, and relational journaling of students to the main
characters in their academic text (Verden & Hickman, 2009).
Verden and Hickman’s (2009) study suggested that instructors should follow
some guidelines when conducting a study similar to theirs (Verden & Hickman, 2009).
The researchers suggested that instructors must know their students, then find texts that
match their interests, experiences, and the students’ emotional needs (Verden &
Hickman, 2009). When the researchers successfully found that material for their students,
the researchers noticed many of their students verbalized that the situations presented in
13

the story reminded the students of themselves and some even verbalized that the
particular situations from their stories happened in their homes (Verden & Hickman,
2009). Verden and Hickman (2009) also noted that the students started to see positive
role models presented in their materials and began striving to match themselves with the
characters presented in their literature.
Considering cultural relevance from a higher education standpoint, Kaur, Noman,
and Nordin (2016) examined the use of cultural relevance in the form of assessments in
the collegiate classroom. Kaur et al. claims that with higher education becoming more
diverse, there is a need for cultural relevance for “accessibility, opportunity, relevance,
and engagement” (p. 1).
Kaur, Noman, and Nordin (2016) used design-based guidelines that utilized
interviews, partnerships among faculty and students, and open-ended questions that had
potential for bias and challenges with time and accommodations. Nevertheless, Kaur,
Noman, and Nordin concluded that implementing these practices into assessments had
students more engaged in their work leading up to the assessment and allowed for a more
connected attitude towards the assessment.
Environment
Environment is a huge part of a student’s overall college experience. Whether it
be the classroom or campus environment, students want to feel connected to the campus
both inside and outside of the classroom. The following researchers discussed
environment as it relates to students of color both inside and outside the classroom at
predominantly white institutions.

14

Museus, Yi, and Saelua (2018) examined campus environment for students of
color versus Caucasian students. Museus et al.’s research stemmed from students of color
completing degrees at a far lower rate than that of Caucasian students. For their research,
Museus et. al surveyed 870 students, both of color and Caucasian, and questioned them
about their connectedness to the campus. From this research, Museus et al. discovered
that those students who had a sense of belonging to the campus due to having culturally
engaging activities and environments had a better connection to the campus than those
who did not. However, it is important to note that Caucasian students who did not see
themselves represented in the campus environment also struggled with belonging to the
college (Museus et. al, 2018).
As it relates to classroom environment, Walls and Hall (2018) pulled together
twenty-two African American students from a predominantly white institution in the
Midwestern region of the United States for a focus group to discuss race and the
discussion of race inside the classroom. Walls and Hall discovered that the feelings of
race and how students dealt with race-based discussions were in response to those
students attending a predominantly white institution (Walls & Hall, 2018). Walls and
Hall’s research also included how these students used different strategies to assist them in
being able to participate in the conversations in class without coming off as aggressive or
abrasive.
Achievement
When it came to African American students achieving at predominantly white
institutions using culturally relevant education, little to no research was found
surrounding the topic. However, some supplemental research for African American
15

achievement with online learning exists. This supplemental research about student
achievement spoke to some of the challenges African American students face when
learning content that does not have a cultural influence.
Salvo, Shelton, and Welch’s (2019) article discussed African American males’
achievement with online education. Salvo et al. interviewed ten African American males
who successfully completed a higher education course online. The ages for the male
students fell between the ages of 19-35, with various majors and a GPA range of 2.1
through 3.5. Historically, it has been reported that African American males struggle with
completing online education (Hall, 2010). However, from their interviews, researchers
identified factors that led to successful completion; financial assistance, prior academic
achievement, previous information technology training, continuous academic enrollment,
use of handheld devices, and learning that did not involve prejudice (Salvo et al.,
2019). Some of the students said they selected courses in which they knew they could
pass because online education requires students to teach themselves. However, even
though these students successfully completed the program, the students still dealt with a
great deal of obstacles when it came to curriculum they were not pre-exposed to (Salvo et
al., 2019).
American College Testing
American College Testing (ACT) is a standardized exam that many colleges
around the country use to help determine student admission. This exam is designed to be
a predictor for a student’s preparedness for college and to evaluate if the student will in
fact finish their college education. On many college campuses, the ACT has also been a
unit of measure to determine if students are also required to take a remedial course at
16

their university. For many colleges and universities, if students fall below the ACT
recommended score for college preparedness, that student is required to enroll in a
remedial course in that or those underperforming area(s). Due to the claim made by the
ACT that the exam is supposed to be a predictor for student success, researchers have
examined the validity in this claim in the reported studies below.
Education Partnership (2010) reports students’ success in college. This report
found that the American College Testing (ACT) did not accurately predict a students’
success in college. Instead, Education Partnership (2010) claimed that a student’s rigor of
classes, access, and math and science classes were better predictors of how the student
performed on the exam and was not related to the student’s success in college (Education
Partnership, 2010).
Allensworth and Clark (2019) conducted a study to determine students’ college
readiness with students with similar Grade Point Averages (GPA) and ACT scores. This
study compared the data from students who were enrolled in neighborhood, vocational,
and magnet schools through the years 2006 through 2009, who all attended college
(Allensworth & Clark, 2019). This study only compared the data of students who were
enrolled in a four-year college; students who were enrolled in a trade school or
community college were not considered in this study. Allensworth and Clark (2019)
found that students with higher GPAs graduated college at a higher rate than those with a
lower GPA. However, when ACT scores were considered, those students with a similar
GPA and ACT score of 16-17 graduated at a similar rate of those students with the same
GPA and ACT score of 20-21. Ultimately, there was no difference when ACT scores
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were considered to determine if a student would graduate college (Allensworth & Clark,
2019).
Radunzel (2019) conducted a study to examine if students who completed the
optional writing section of the ACT scores correlated with their Freshman English
Composition grade. This study considered students’ high school GPAs and scores to
develop an average score to establish quartiles for students. This study found that
students who had a higher high school GPA and higher writing score received higher
grades in English Composition (Radunzel, 2019). Therefore, the conclusion was that the
writing section on the ACT was a good predictor as to how students would perform when
they enrolled in freshman English Composition (Radunzel, 2019).
American College Testing (2015) released a report that detailed African American
high school students' level of preparedness for college readiness for the year 2014 when
benchmark scores were considered. Their report found that African American high school
students performed lower in all subjects on the ACT compared to every other ethnic
group (American College Testing, 2015). Their report also found that African American
students were twice as likely to meet zero benchmarks that measured college readiness
(American College Testing, 2015). Lastly, ACT (2015) reported that African American
students had the least amount of opportunities to be enrolled in core classes that the ACT
suggest for being college ready (American College Testing, 2015).
Conclusion
As it related to the current literature about culturally relevant education for
African American students, some of the suggestions made by Gay and Ladson-Billings
were transferable to the collegiate setting. However, because the research is limited for
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African Americans and their responses to culturally relevant education, there appeared to
be several gaps in the literature. One of the holes included the differences in grades when
students do receive culturally relevant education versus when they do not. Another
element of research that was missing was the response of students who received
culturally relevant education and how it differed when the material is delivered by
someone who shares a similar culture versus when someone instructing the course does
not. Furthermore, if students receive culturally relevant education and can develop skills
in that course, can the students transfer those skills to a course that is not culturally
relevant. Lastly, there has been little research on how students interact with their campus
environment when the campus explores how to make the entire campus inclusive for all.
Therefore, the researcher developed and conducted an action research project to seek
answers for students who are in the current study.
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CHAPTER III - METHODOLOGY
This capstone project took an action research approach to evaluate the following
dependent variables: student mastery of course objectives, engagement, attendance, and
prior knowledge. These dependent variables were compared to the independent variable
of culturally relevant literature for African American college students.
Action research is a cycle that involves selecting a focus, clarifying theories,
identifying research questions, collecting data, analyzing data, reporting results, and
taking informed action (Sagor, 2000).
Selecting a Focus
In action research, selecting a focus begins with teacher inquiry based off of a
variety of identifying factors that surround student learning and performance that, in the
teacher’s opinion, needs to be investigated (Sager, 2000). For the purpose of this action
research project, the selected focus was inspired by conversations with other educational
stakeholders at the University of Southern Mississippi, past interactions with students
enrolled in CIE 99 at the University of Southern Mississippi, and a novel study that was
planned by the instructor of the course in the 2018-2019 school year.
Clarifying Theories
In action research, clarifying theories are values, beliefs, and theoretical
perspectives of the researcher in relationship to the selected focus (Sager, 2000). For the
purpose of this action research project, the researcher felt it necessary to study the extent
to which African American college students at the University of Southern Mississippi
would master course objectives if the literature was culturally relevant.

20

As an African American student that attended Predominantly White Institutions
(PWIs), the researcher understood the struggle of completing assignments and attending a
class that did not hold my interest. The researcher found those classes extremely
challenging. Because of this feeling, the researcher wondered how students in CIE 99,
who were mostly African American, would learn and respond better to instruction if the
literature was changed to better fit with their lived experiences. While analyzing, defining
vocabulary, decoding, and responding to text with writing has been used in curriculum
since elementary school, the researcher presumed that these were not new ideas for these
students; yet the researcher found that they struggled drastically with them. Therefore,
because of the aforementioned factors, examining the extent to which culturally relevant
literature impacted the mastery of objectives for African American college students at the
University of Southern Mississippi was selected to be the focus of this study.
Identifying Research Questions
In action research, research questions are inspired and developed by the selected
focus portion of the action research (Sager, 2000). For this project the researcher uses the
following research questions:
1. What level of impact did culturally relevant literature have on the mastery of
course objectives for African American college students at the University of
Southern Mississippi enrolled in CIE 99 in fall 2019?
2. What level of impact did engagement have on the mastery of course objectives for
culturally relevant literature for African American college students at the
University of Southern Mississippi enrolled in CIE 99 in fall 2019?
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3. What level of impact did prior knowledge have on the mastery of course objectives
using culturally relevant literature for African American college students at the
University of Southern Mississippi enrolled in CIE 99 in fall 2019?
Institutional Review Board Approval
The research conducted for this project was approved by the Institutional Review
Board (IRB) at the University of Southern Mississippi in the fall of 2019. For this action
research, the researcher issued each participant an IRB-approved consent letter,
informing them about the study surrounding culturally relevant literature for African
American college students.
Research Process
The researcher informed potential participants about the study by an oral
announcement. Afterward, the researcher asked the participants who chose to participate
in the study to sign the consent form that was attached to the consent letter. After the
researcher collected the consent forms, the researcher issued a questionnaire to those
participants who chose to participate in the study.
The purpose of the questionnaire was to gather demographic data and get selfreported information on participants’ comfort and experiences with analyzing and
decoding texts. Specifically, the questionnaire asked participants (1) demographic
questions, (2) questions about students’ level of comfort with reading, (3) experiences
with analyzing, engagement, and (4) open-ended questions about reading. This
questionnaire used a semantic differential scale for responses. The items listed in the
questionnaire supported the aforementioned research questions for research questions. A
copy of the questionnaire is attached in Appendix A.
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After the researcher collected the questionnaires, the researcher administered brief
pretests that asked participants to use prior knowledge to analyze, decode, and use
vocabulary to answer prompts given on the pretests. The pretests, however, were
different for students in Section A and Section B. These pretest differences are at the
heart of this study and are explained below. The pretests for both Section A and B are
displayed in Appendix B.
Once participants completed the pretests in both sections, the researcher led both
sections of CIE 99 through the same lesson of analyzing text by using elements of theme
and decoding to understand vocabulary. As this was a reading course, the researcher used
the participants’ pretest text to instruct the lesson.
After the researcher took participants through the lesson, the researcher issued
participants a new text and questions for participants to demonstrate their understanding
of the material that was covered. For this part of the research, the researcher issued both
sections the same text and questions to determine if using culturally relevant text to drive
pedagogy would be a determining factor in how participants performed at the conclusion
of the lesson. The post-test is attached in section D of the Appendix.
The post-test for this study was designed to be culturally relevant to the majority
of the students in both sections of CIE 99. Per previous conversations with the instructor
of record, the instructor of record stated that the majority of the students in both sections
identified as African American. Therefore, the researcher selected a text by an African
American writer and judged that to be aligned with the study. Secondly, the researcher
asked the opinion of the instructor of record and one other fellow literacy educator to
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gage if in fact the material could be considered culturally relevant to the majority of
students in CIE 99, in which they both agreed.
At the conclusion of the class, the researcher issued each student an exit
questionnaire that asked students to determine their level of engagement with the
material, the instructor, and the level of understanding of course objectives at the
conclusion of the lesson. The researcher issued to both sections an identical exit
questionnaire. The exit questionnaire is attached in Appendix F.
Research Design
For this study the researcher elected to use a comparative approach. This involved
using different pretests before the lesson for students in one section of CIE 99 and using
another pretest for students in a second section of CIE 99. Thus, the researcher issued
students in Section A the pretest that the researcher judged to be culturally relevant and
issued to section B the pretest that the researcher judged to be non-culturally relevant.
The purpose of the pretests was to determine participants’ level of success with course
objectives before the researcher led each section through a nearly identical lesson that
covered the course objectives.
The questions from the pretest asked students to decode, analyze, find the theme,
and define a word using textual evidence. Even though each section had a different
pretest, the pretests were organized in the same order, asking participants to complete the
same tasks that were aligned to the course objectives. The only differences in the pretests
were that the questions were created to align to the particular reading passage each
section was assigned. Additionally, the researcher also chose two texts that had students
read about a female protagonist being abused by her antagonist husband.
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After the pretest, the researcher led both sections of CIE 99 in very similar
academic lesson that was designed to meet the common mastery goals set for the course.
Specifically, the researcher taught participants how to analyze text by using elements of
theme and decoding to understand vocabulary.
During these lessons, the researcher used each question from the pretest to
instruct the lesson. For example, question one on both pretests asks participants to
analyze the meaning of the title of the reading passage. The researcher asked participants
probing questions such as “why would the author choose this particular title?” “What
information from the passage helps you draw your conclusion?” These questions were
asked so that participants could see that in order to properly analyze a text, a reader must
be able to draw conclusions from a passage while supporting it with textual evidence.
Once the participants were asked about information from the text to support their claims,
the researcher then explained to participants that what they were engaging in was the
analyzing of text. Additionally, the researcher asked participants to volunteer their
analysis of the title while providing textual evidence to support their claim. When
participants would use phrases such as “I think” or “I believe,” the researcher would
explain to participants that an analysis is not what an individual believes or thinks;
instead, it is the interpretation produced from the text that is supported by evidence
without the first-person descriptors. In sum, while the objectives of the lesson to Sections
A and B were identical, and instructional process of the lesson was congruent and nearly
identical, the content used to meet those objectives, and the examples used to illustrate
and explain the concepts differed. For Section A, the content was deemed by the
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researcher to be culturally relevant. For Section B the content was deemed by the
researcher to be less relevant.
At the conclusion of the lesson, the researcher issued to participants in Sections A
and B the same post-test. Much like the pretest for both sections, this post-test dealt with
abuse. However, the difference in this post-test is that the protagonist was telling the
story of being abused by his step-father in his childhood. However, for the questions on
the post-test, the researcher combined multiple course objectives into one question. For
example, question two asked participants to define the word “affair.” The participants had
to analyze the complexity of the text to better define the word in context.
Before the researcher dismissed the participants from the study, the researcher
asked the participants to complete an exit questionnaire that aligned with research
question two about engagement. Participants were asked to answer questions about their
level of engagement with the material, the instructor, and their understanding of the
lesson. This was completed on a rating scale.
After the lesson, the researcher collected all post-tests and exit questionnaires.
With the 1) onset questionnaire, 2) pretest, 3) post-test, and 4) exit questionnaire in hand,
the researcher completed the data collection phase. The data was put into an excel sheet
that listed scores for each participant's pretest and post-test.
Action Research Process
In action research, researchers use data to ensure their results are reliable and valid
(Sager, 2000). For the purpose of this project, data was used to make necessary changes
to the literature. Data analysis helps the researcher understand the story that is being
presented from the action research. In the data analysis, Sager (2000) makes the
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suggestion that researchers should ask two questions: “What is the story told by these
data and why did the story play itself out this way?” (Sager, 2000). For the purpose of
this action research, the researcher analyzed data to compare variables surrounding
culturally relevant literature for African American college students at the University of
Southern Mississippi.
In action research, reporting results is the formal writing and presenting of data
collected over the course of the intervention (Sager, 2000). For the purpose of this
action research project, the researcher wrote all of the results of the intervention. In
action research, taking informed action is the writing of lesson plans and restructuring
of the lesson based off the reported results (Sager, 2000). For the purposes of this
action research project, this last step was not performed.
Two Questionnaires
For this action research project, two questionnaires were developed and designed
by the researcher to be used as instruments for this study. The questionnaires were
designed for every potential participant.
Onset Questionnaire
The onset questionnaire asked demographic questions. It also asked questions about
students’ level of comfort with reading, experience with analyzing, engagement, and
open-ended questions about reading. This questionnaire used a semantic differential scale
for responses. The items listed in the onset questionnaire the research sought to align with
the aforementioned research questions. This was done to ensure that all questions
outlined in this study supported the overall theme of the action research project.
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Research Question

Instrument questions
alignment

What level of impact does culturally relevant literature
have on the mastery of course objectives for African
American college students at the University of Southern
Mississippi enrolled in CIE 99 in fall 2019?

6, 8, 11, 15, 23

What level of impact does engagement have on the
mastery of course objectives for culturally relevant
literature for African American college students at the
University of Southern Mississippi enrolled in CIE 99 fall
2019?

7, 10, 12, 13, 14

What level of impact does prior knowledge and
experience have on the mastery of course objectives using
culturally relevant literature for African American college
students at the University of Southern Mississippi enrolled
in CIE 99 in fall 2019?

9, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21,
22

Exit Questionnaire
In order for the researcher to examine how students were engaged during the
lesson, the researcher designed and developed an exit questionnaire that asked
participants to use a rating scale to detail their level of engagement. The researcher
sought to align the exit questionnaire to the aforementioned research questions.

Research Question

Instrument questions
alignment

What level of impact does culturally relevant literature
have on the mastery of course objectives for African
American college students at the University of Southern
Mississippi enrolled in CIE 99 in fall 2019?

4&5

What level of impact does engagement have on the
mastery of course objectives for culturally relevant
literature for African American college students at the

1, 2, & 3
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University of Southern Mississippi enrolled in CIE 99 fall
2019?
What level of impact does prior knowledge and
experience have on the mastery of course objectives using
culturally relevant literature for African American college
students at the University of Southern Mississippi enrolled
in CIE 99 in fall 2019?

6

Pretest
This research also made use of two pretests. The first pretest was given to Section
A of CIE 99. This pretest used Zora Neale Hurston’s text, Sweat, that followed the life of
Delia (African American female - protagonist) and her dealings her abusive husband,
Skyes (African American male - antagonist). Section B received a different pretest, using
Sandra Cisneros’s Woman Hollering Creek. Much like Section A’s text, this text
followed Cleofias (Latina - protagonist) and her husband, Juan Pedro’s (Latino antagonist) toxic and abusive relationship. The major difference between the two texts
were judgments made by the researcher about the cultural relevancy of the readings. The
researcher judged that Sweat more closely matched the ethnicity of the students in
Section A, while Woman Hollering Creek was not judged to closely match the ethnicity
of the students in Section B.

Post Test
The post-test was an Op-Ed written by Billy Porter. This Op-Ed spoke about
Porter’s sexual abuse and struggles with accepting himself. This post-test, much like the
pretests, asked students to demonstrate an understanding of the text, using the skills they
learned from the researcher’s lesson. Students' had questions that would display their
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knowledge of vocabulary, decoding, analyzing, and finding the theme. The post-test for
both sections was structured almost identically to pretests in content, brevity, and
structure. Additionally, it was judged and thus chosen by the researcher, to be culturally
relevant to the participants’ culture.
Data from Pretest and Post Test
At the conclusion of the data collection process, the data was analyzed and placed
into graphs that outlined how students scored in both sections. This data was categorized
by gender and by the ethnicities for both sections.
Limitations
Due to this action research project being completed only at one institution in one
specific course over a period of one hundred and fifty minutes and two sections, the
results from this action research project are not generalizable to other student groups or
populations or other semesters at the University of Southern Mississippi. In addition to
the limitations of scope and time, this project was also limited by its sample. The
researcher made use of a convenience sample. Because of these limitations, this project is
not generalizable to other African American students who are not included in the sample.
Delimitations
Delimitations are decisions and choices made by the researcher that explain the
boundaries that were set for the study. This project was carried out over two lessons (one
for Section A, and one form Section B) over the course of one hundred and fifty minutes
during one day in fall 2019. Thus, it was delimited by the time allotted for the action
research intervention. Another delimitation was the researcher’s choice to develop and
design his own instruments for data collection, and his decision not to pilot-test that
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instrumentation, or to gather feedback from others to verify its accuracy besides a
discussion with the professor of record for CIE 99 and one other literary teacher. A third
delimitation was the researcher’s unilateral choice of pre-tests and his self-assessment of
their “cultural relevancy” versus non-relevancy. Reliability and validity checks with
regard to the pre-tests, posttest and questionnaires would have strengthened the research
design.
Assumptions
An assumption is what one routinely infers about a subject without realizing all of
its dimensions. Assumptions are often based on elements of a project that have not been
fully unpacked and explained. Researchers are encouraged to be attentive to these
assumptions because they are sometimes incorrect or misguided. Researchers should also
state assumptions explicitly. In this project, the researcher assumes that (1) the pretests
are representative of culturally relevant and culturally nonrelevant literature for those in
the sample, (2) participants in Sections A and B are members from the same cultures and
have roughly equal learning capacities, (3) the lessons taught in Sections A and B by the
researcher were identical except for the examples used from the pre-tests, (4) The time of
day of the lesson will not influence what was learned in Sections A and B, (5) all
participants understood the questions on the questionnaire and answered them accurately
and honestly, (6) the pretests measures the same concepts and skills as the post-test, and
(7) the instructor graded the pre-tests and post-tests objectively.
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CHAPTER IV- FINDINGS
The purpose of this study was to explore the use of culturally relevant literature to
see if it impacted African American students’ engagement, attitudes, and overall
performance during a lesson in CIE 99. This study was conducted for one day at The
University of Southern Mississippi. Participants were forty-three undergraduate students
enrolled in two separate sections of Intermediate Reading - CIE99 in the fall semester of
2019.
The researcher used a mixed-methods approach to gather data in the form of
rating scales and open-ended questions to address three research questions.
1. What level of impact did culturally relevant literature have on the mastery of
course objectives for African American college students at the University of
Southern Mississippi enrolled in CIE 99 in fall 2019?
2. What level of impact did engagement have on the mastery of course objectives
for culturally relevant literature for African American college students at the
University of Southern Mississippi enrolled in CIE 99 in fall 2019?
3. What level of impact did prior knowledge have on the mastery of course
objectives using culturally relevant literature for African American college
students at the University of Southern Mississippi enrolled in CIE 99 in fall 2019?
Data were collected on October 22, 2019 during a class period that started at 9:30
a.m. (Section A) and then again during a class period that started 4:45 p.m. (Section B).
Each class period was 75 minutes in length. At the start of each class period, participants
completed an onset questionnaire, followed by a pretest. However, for Section A the
pretest they received was judged by the researcher to be relevant to the students’ culture,
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whereas for Section B, a pretest was given to students that was judged by the researcher
to be non-culturally relevant. At the end of the lesson, students in both sections
completed a post-test (same for Sections A and B), and the exit questionnaire.
Before detailing the findings from the pre-tests, post-test, and questionnaires, the
researcher will first summarize the findings in reference to the three research questions:
RQ1: What level of impact did culturally relevant literature have on the mastery
of course objectives for African American college students at the University of Southern
Mississippi enrolled in CIE 99 in fall 2019?
For research question one, the researcher found that when the material was judged
to be culturally- and gender-aligned by the researcher, students performed at a higher
percentage on course objectives than students to whom the researcher judged the material
to be only aligned culturally. Therefore, the researcher infers that the closer the material
is to students, the greater that impact is on the mastery of course objectives. This is
further explained in figures twenty-five through thirty in this chapter.
RQ2: What level of impact did engagement have on the mastery of course
objectives for culturally relevant literature for African American college students at the
University of Southern Mississippi enrolled in CIE 99 in fall 2019?
For research question two, the researcher found that engagement does have a
significant level of impact on the mastery of course objectives. The researcher issued
participants an exit questionnaire that asked participants to rate their level of engagement
with material and the researcher during the lesson. From the results of the post-test and
the exit questionnaire, the researcher judged that those racial and gender groups who
believed they were more engaged with the material and instructor performed higher on
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the pre and post-test. This is further explained in this chapter in figures twenty-five
through thirty.
RQ3: What level of impact did prior knowledge have on the mastery of course
objectives using culturally relevant literature for African American college students at the
University of Southern Mississippi enrolled in CIE 99 in fall 2019?
For research question three, the researcher found that prior knowledge only had
minimal level of impact on the pre-assessment. Those racial and gender groups who
believed that they had prior knowledge of course objectives before the lesson only scored
fairly higher than those groups who did not rate prior knowledge of course objectives as
high. This is further explained in this chapter with figures seven through fourteen and
twenty-five through thirty.
Demographics
The original sample consisted of 65 students who were enrolled in two sections of
CIE 99 during the Fall 2019 semester. Of this sample, the researcher analyzed the
responses of 43 students from two separate courses sections. Section A had a total of 24
participants between the ages of 18-25. All 24 participants in Section A identified as
freshmen. Eleven participants from Section A identified themselves as African American,
13 as Caucasian, 11 as male, and 13 as female. Figures 1 and 2 summarize the number of
Section A participants by ethnicity and educational status.
Figure 1 –Section A
African American African American Caucasian
Age Range

Men

Women

34

Women

Caucasian Men

18 – 25

5

6

7

6

Figure 2 - Section A
Educational

African American African American Caucasian

Status

Men

Women

Women

Caucasian Men

Freshman

5

6

7

6

Sophomore

0

0

0

0

Junior

0

0

0

0

Senior

0

0

0

0

Section B had a total of 19 participants between the ages of 18-25, all of whom
identified themselves as freshmen. Fifteen participants from this section identified as
African American, 4 as Caucasian, 3 as male, and 16 as female. Figures 3 and 4
summarize the number of Section B participants by ethnicity and educational status.
Section B did not have anyone identify as a Caucasian male; therefore, this ethnic-gender
group was not included in the analysis.
Figure 3 - Section B
African American African American Caucasian
Age Range

Men

Women

Women

Caucasian Men

18 – 25

3

12

4

0

25 – 30

0

0

0

0

35

31 – 40

0

0

0

0

Figure 4 – Section B
Educational

African American African American Caucasian

Status

Men

Women

Women

Caucasian Men

Freshman

3

12

4

0

Sophomore

0

0

0

0

Junior

0

0

0

0

Educational Background
The researcher also collected data about participants’ educational backgrounds.
Specifically, the researcher collected data about the racial breakdown of participants’
previous high schools, experience with required literary skills, and reading assignments
from their high school.
Racial Breakdown of High Schools
In figures 5 and 6, the Y axis indicates how many participants selected the
appropriate racial estimation response listed to the right of the chart, while the X axis
indicates the identified ethnicity-gender of the participants.
Figure 5
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Based on the responses from participants in Section A, African American men, at
a 4 to 1 ratio, and Caucasian men, at a 4 to 2 ratio, attended a high school that was 90
percent African American; African American women, at a 4 to 2 ratio, attended high
schools that were also majority African American, with two students indicating that they
attended schools with an even or almost even racial composition; Caucasian women, at a
3 to 3 ratio, attended a school that was about evenly split among ethnic groups or was
predominantly Caucasian. Therefore, students in Section A, at a 12 to 6 to 6 ratio,
attended a predominantly African American high school.
Figure 6
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Based on the responses from participants in Section B, African American men, at
a 2 to 1 ratio, attended a predominantly African American high school; African American
women, at a 5 to 3 to 4 ratio, attended a predominantly African American, evenly split, or
predominantly Caucasian high school; Caucasian women, at a 1 to 3 ratio, attended a
predominantly African American high school or predominantly Caucasian high school.
Therefore, participants in Section B, at an 8 to 3 to 8 ratio, attended a predominantly
African American or predominantly Caucasian high school.
In both sections combined, at a 20 to 9 to 14 ratio, participants attended a
predominantly African American high school at a greater rate than that of an ethnically
even or predominantly Caucasian high school.
Experience with Literary Skills
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For figures 7-14, the Y axis indicates how many participants selected the
appropriate estimation concerning their experience with literary skills, while the X axis
indicates the estimation in hours. The responses are separated by section, ethnicity, and
gender. Questions that are specifically aligned to research questions are denoted with an
asterisk and a numerical indicator to its related question in the title of the chart.
Figure 7
Section A

Based on the responses from participants in Section A, African American men, at
a 4 to 1 ratio, indicated no experience/less than ten hours to more than ten hours but less
than twenty hours with analyzing text; African American women, at a 2 to 4 ratio,
indicated having less than ten hours of experience with analyzing text to that of more
than ten but less than twenty; Caucasian women, at a 2 to 4 to 1 ratio, indicated having
less than ten, to more than ten but less than twenty, to more than twenty hours of
experience analyzing text; while Caucasian men, at a 2 to 2 to 2 ratio, indicated having
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less than ten, to more than ten but less than twenty, to more than twenty hours of
experience analyzing text. Therefore, African American men and women, with men being
the least, had less experience with analyzing text than Caucasian women and men who
indicated more experience.
Figure 8
Section B

Based on the responses from participants in Section B, African American women,
at a 4 to 8 ratio, indicated less than ten hours to more than ten hours or more than twenty
hours experience analyzing text; African American men, at a 0 to 3 ratio, all indicated
having more than ten to more than twenty hours experience analyzing text. Caucasian
women, at a 0 to 3 ratio, indicated having more than ten hours of experience analyzing
text. Therefore, African American women had less experience with analyzing text than
Caucasian women and African American men who indicated more experience.
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Figure 9
Section A

Based on the responses from participants in Section A, African American women,
at a 3 to 3 ratio, indicated no experience/less than ten hours to more than ten hours of
experience with finding theme; African American men, at a 2 to 3 ratio, indicated having
none to less than ten hours of experience with finding theme to that of more than ten
hours experience of finding theme. None of the African American men indicated having
more than twenty hours of experience finding theme. Caucasian women, at a 3 to 3 ratio,
indicated having less than ten, to more than ten but less than twenty, to more than twenty
hours experience finding theme, while Caucasian men, at a 3 to 3 ratio, indicated having
less than ten, to more than ten hours experience finding theme. Therefore, African
American men had less experience with analyzing text than Caucasian women, men, and
African American women who indicated more experience.
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Figure 10
Section B

Based on the responses from participants in Section B, African American women,
at a 3 to 9 ratio, indicated no experience/less than ten hours to more than ten hours
experience finding theme; African American men, at a 0 to 3 ratio, all indicated having
more than twenty hours experience finding theme. Caucasian women, at a 1 to 3 ratio,
indicated having less than ten, to more than ten but less than twenty hours experience
finding theme. Therefore, African American women had less experience with finding
theme than Caucasian women and African American men who indicated more
experience.
Figure 11
Section A
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Based on the responses from participants in Section A, African American women,
at a 1 to 3 to 3 ratio, indicated less than ten hours to more than ten hours to more than
twenty hours experience defining vocabulary in literature; African American men, at a 2
to 1 to 2 ratio, indicated having none to less than ten hours of experience to more than ten
hours but less than twenty, to that of more than twenty hours of experience. None of the
African American men indicated having more than twenty hours of experience defining
vocabulary in literature. Caucasian women, at a 3 to 2 to 2 ratio, indicated to having less
than ten, to more than ten but less than twenty, to more than twenty hours experience
defining vocabulary in literature, while Caucasian men, at a 3 to 1 to 2 ratio, indicated
having less than ten, to more than ten hours but less than twenty to that of more than
twenty hours of experience. Therefore, African American men had less experience with
defining vocabulary in literature than Caucasian women, men, and African American
women who indicated more experience.
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Figure 12
Section B

Based on the responses from participants in Section B, African American women,
at a 2 to 4 to 6 ratio, indicated less than ten hours to more than ten hours to more than 20
hours defining vocabulary in literature; African American men, at a 1 to 1 to 1 ratio,
indicated less than ten hours to more than ten hours to more than twenty hours of
experience; Caucasian women, at a 1 to 3 ratio, indicated having less than ten, to more
than ten but less than twenty hours of experience. Therefore, African American men had
less experience with finding theme than Caucasian women and African American women
and men who indicated more experience.
Figure 13
Section A
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Based on the responses from participants in Section A, African American women,
at a 5 to 1 ratio, indicated less than ten hours to more than ten hours to more than twenty
hours of experience decoding words in literature; African American men, at a 3 to 1 to 1
ratio, indicated having none to less than ten hours of experience to more than ten hours
but less than twenty, to that of more than twenty hours. None of the African American
men indicated having more than twenty hours of experience decoding words in literature.
Caucasian women, at a 7 to 1 ratio, indicated to having less than ten, to more than ten but
less than twenty, to more than twenty hours experience decoding vocabulary in literature,
while Caucasian men, at a 3 to 2 to 1 ratio, indicated having less than ten, to more than
ten hours but less than twenty to that of more than twenty hours of experience. Therefore,
African American men had less experience with defining vocabulary in literature than
Caucasian women, men, and African American women who indicated more experience.
Figure 14
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Section B

Based on the responses from participants in Section B, African American women,
at a 1 to 3 to 4 to 4 ratio, indicated none to less than ten hours to more than ten hours and
less than twenty hours to more than twenty hours of experience decoding words in
literature; African American men, at a 1 to 1 to 1 ratio, indicated less than ten hours to
more than ten hours to more than twenty hours of experience; Caucasian women, at a 1 to
2 to 1 ratio, indicated to having less than ten, to more than ten but less than twenty hours
of experience. Therefore, African American men had less experience with finding theme
than Caucasian women and African American women men who indicated more
experience.

Experience with Culturally Relevant Text
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The next section of the questionnaire asked about participants’ experiences with
and opinions of culturally relevant text during their education. For figures 15 -22, the Y
axis indicates how many participants in Section A selected the appropriate estimation of
experience with culturally relevant text, while the X axis indicates the estimation in
hours. Responses are separated by section, ethnicity, and gender. The questions are
specifically aligned to research questions and are denoted by a numerical indicator to its
related question in the title of the chart.
Figure 15
Section A

Based on the responses from participants in Section A, African American women,
at a 3 to 3 ratio, felt that students should read literature matching their culture about half
of the time to all of the time during their undergraduate course work; African American
men, at a 2 to 2 to 1 ratio, felt that students should read literature matching their culture
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very little to about half to all of the time; Caucasian women, at a 1 to 6 ratio, felt that
students should read literature matching their culture very little to about half of the time,
while Caucasian men, at a 1 to 7 ratio, felt that students should read literature matching
their culture very little to half of the time. No ethnic or gender group felt that students
should never read literature that matches their culture, with some African American men
and women feeling that students should read literature that matches their culture all the
time.
Figure 16
Section B

Based on the responses from participants in Section B, African American women,
at a 9 to 3 ratio, felt that students should read literature matching their culture about half
of the time to all of the time during their undergraduate course work; African American
men, at a 0 to 0 to 3 to 0 ratio, felt that students should read literature matching their
culture about half of the time; Caucasian women, at a 3 to 1 ratio, felt that students
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should read literature matching their culture about half of the time to all of the time
during their undergraduate course work. No ethnic or gender group felt that students
should never read literature that matches their culture, with some African American
women and Caucasian women feeling students should read literature that matches their
culture all the time.
Figure 17
Section A

Based on the responses from participants in Section A, African American women,
at a 2 to 6 ratio, felt that they read literature matching their culture very little to about half
of the time during their high school course work; African American men, at a 3 to 2
ratio, felt that they read literature matching their culture never to very little of the time;
Caucasian women, at a 3 to 3 to 2 ratio, felt that they read literature matching their
culture never to very little to about half of the time, while Caucasian men, at a 4 to 2
ratio, felt that they read literature matching their culture very little to half the time.
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Therefore, African American men had the least interaction with culturally relevant
literature during high school.
Figure 18
Section B

Based on the responses from participants in Section B, African American women,
at a 9 to 3 ratio, felt that they read literature matching their culture very little to about half
of the time during their high school course work; African American men all felt that they
read literature matching their culture very little of the time; Caucasian women, at a 1 to 2
to 1 ratio, felt that they read literature matching their culture never to very little to about
half of the time. Therefore, African American men had the least interaction with
culturally relevant literature during high school.
Figure 19
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Section A

Based on the responses from participants in Section A, African American women,
at a 1 to 1 to 3 ratio, felt that their teachers gave them literature they felt connected to
never to very little to about half of the time during their high school course work; African
American men, at a 3 to 1 to 1 ratio, felt that their teachers gave them literature that they
felt connected to never to very little of the time to about half of the time; Caucasian
women, at a 3 to 3 to 1 ratio, felt that their teachers gave them literature that they felt
connected to never to very little of the time to about half of the time, while Caucasian
men, at a 2 to 4 ratio, felt that their teachers gave them literature that they felt connected
to very little of the time to about half of the time. Therefore, African American men and
Caucasian women had the least interaction with literature they felt connected to during
high school.
Figure 20
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Section B

Based on the responses from participants in Section B, African American women,
at a 5 to 4 to 3 ratio, felt that their teachers gave them literature they felt connected to
never to very little to about half of the time during their high school course work; African
American men, at a 2 to 1 ratio, felt that their teachers gave them literature that they felt
connected to never to very little of the time; Caucasian women, at a 1 to 2 to 1 ratio, felt
that their teachers gave them literature that they felt connected to never to very little of
the time to about half of the time. Therefore, African American men had the least
interaction with literature they felt connected to during high school.
Figure 21
Section A
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Based on the responses from participants in Section A, African American women,
at a 2 to 2 to 1 to 1 ratio, felt that it was extremely important to very important to kind of
important to a little bit that teachers assigned literature that closely matched the student
population of the course; African American men, at a 1 to 1 to 1 ratio, felt that it was
extremely important to very important to kind of important, that teachers assigned
literature that closely matched the student population of the course; Caucasian women, at
a 1 to 1 to 4 to 1 ratio, felt that it was extremely important to very important to kind of
important to a little bit that teachers assigned literature that closely matched the student
population of the course; Caucasian men, at a 2 to 2 to 0 to 1 ratio, felt that it was
extremely important to very important to kind of important to not important at all, that
teachers assigned literature that closely matched the student population of the course.
Figure 22
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Section B

Based on the responses from participants in Section B, African American women,
at a 1 to 8 to 3 ratio, felt that it was extremely important to very important to kind of
important, that teachers assigned literature that closely matched the student population of
the course; African American men, at a 1 to 2 ratio, felt that it was extremely important to
very important to kind of important that teachers assigned literature that closely matched
the student population of the course; Caucasian women, at a 3 to 1 ratio, felt that it was
very important to kind of important that teachers assigned literature that closely matched
the student population of the course.
Constructed Responses
Each participant was given an open-ended question that asked the participant if
they felt students would perform better if they received materials that were culturally
relevant and if students would develop a deeper understanding of academic concepts.
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Figure 23 contains word for word transcriptions for each of the participants. All
constructed responses align with research question one.
Figure 23
Section A
Yes, they would understand the concept better.

African American Man

Yes, I do think that because the topic would be relevant to students
today, something they relate to.

African American Man

I think it will because it will make it feel like the story represent
them and the story going to feel relevant to the students.

African American Man

Yes because they would have more interest.

African American Man

Yes, I believe that if students are more engaged with the reading, or
they were able to connect to the reading in a way then they would
have a better understanding of the concept.

African American Woman

I do believe that if material was culturally relevant to the student
the students would develop a deeper understanding of academic
concepts because it catches their attention and they are able to
relate and focus on it.

African American Woman

I agree if students read literature that is culturally relevant to them
they will not only understand the material deeper, but students will
also enjoy reading the material. In high school most of the time
students are given material just for a grade and doesn't develop a
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African American Woman

love for reading.
Yes, I do believe if material was culturally relevant to the student,
students would engage more b/c majority everyone likes to read
pieces that relate to them. Gives them an inside on their roots an
inner understanding of how culturally, there is more of a change of
now each ethnicity race was then and comparing it to times now.

African American Woman

I think so because students tend to focus more when things become
interesting. When a professor grabs an audience attention they or
he/she tend to do better.

African American Woman

Yes, because I feel as if the material was talking more about the
students culture they would be more interested in reading and
learning about the material.

African American Woman

Yes, I believe so because they will be able to connect to the
material on a deeper level than someone that was very clueless
about that certain culture.

Caucasian Woman

Yes because the more interested or the more you care about a topic
the better you will do on the assignment usually.

Caucasian Woman

Yes because the student can relate to the material.

Caucasian Woman

I think yes, but also in general if the material is interesting to the
student, he/she will feel more inclined to learn and participate in
class.

Caucasian Woman

56

Yes because to read a book about other cultures would make
understand people in a different way and I think it would be better. Caucasian Woman
Yes because students always want to learn their background.

Caucasian Woman

I believe it could happen. It mainly depends on the person and if
they want to read it

Caucasian Woman

Personally, I more so enjoy readings that are irrelevant to my
culture. The reason being is that I have spent 18 years learning my
culture and being in my own shoes developing my own
understanding. Now I'm interested in learning others understanding
or putting myself in another's shoes. Whether that be culturally,
religiously, or spiritually.

Caucasian Man

Yes, because if the material is relevant to the student then they will
tend to put more effort into the understanding of the material.

Caucasian Man

Yes I feel if there was a connection with that material and the
student it would be good but everyone likes different things.

Caucasian Man

Yes, because I feel like they would pay attention a lot more.

Caucasian Man

I think they would because I do think a lot of the students would be
more interested.

Caucasian Man

Yes indeed, because it is relevant to the person and connected with
them, then they would be more interested in it.
Figure 24
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Caucasian Man

Section B
I think they would because I feel if a student can relate more
to the concepts then they will want to have a deeper
understanding.

African American Woman

Yes I do think college students would develop deeper
understanding of academic concepts because the students can
relate to the cultural event, real life experience give a better
response to the questions being asked.

African American Woman

College students seem to gravitate towards reading that they
can relate to. I do feel like college students develop deeper
understandings of academic concepts.

African American Woman

If material was culturally relevant to the students I believe
there would be a deeper understanding of academic concepts
because of related stories. When a material is culturally
relevant it also cause the person to understand their struggles
more.

African American Woman

I believe students will develop a deeper understanding
because many students don't know a lot about their culture.
When you know you’re culture it not only enhances your
learning but it influences you as a person.

African American Woman

Yes if material was culturally relevant to the students, I do

African American Woman
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think college students would develop deeper understandings. I
feel as if more college students would like to relate to certain
topics when reading literature.
Yes, because it's something that they're interested in and they
want to know more about it.

African American Woman

If material was culturally relevant to the student, I think
college students would develop deeper understandings of
academic concepts. This is because they could better relate to
it and have more interest in the material.

African American Woman

I believe that if the material was culturally relevant to students
college students would develop deeper understanding of
academic concepts. This is because they will have a stronger
connections with the material and would be more engaged.

African American Woman

Yes I do feel as though college students would develop deeper
understandings of academic concepts if the material was
culturally relevant to us because it then becomes more
interesting. I know for myself reading a novel that I can
personally relate to make it more engaging.

African American Woman

If a student struggles with reading, like myself, the text being
related to the world around helps. Although, we still have less
motivation to read anything to read because we are simply no Caucasian Woman
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good at it.
I think that when topics are relevant to the students, the
students are more engaged. Perhaps if the topic related to
them specifically, then would develop deeper understanding,
just because they can make connections to their own life.

Caucasian Woman

Yes, I feel more engaged in a story when it uses language I'm
familiar with. I understand what is going on in a story when it
uses vocabulary I am used to hearing or using. I believe this is
very important that the story is relevant to that of the reader.

Caucasian Woman

I feel that if some readings were culturally relevant to students
then college students will develop deeper understandings
because they will have a wider perspective on things
happening in other cultures.

African American Woman

Yes, they would understand and develop a deeper meaning to
it. They could also connect it on a personal, emotional, and
cultural level.

Caucasian Woman

Yes, because they could relate to it more. They would also be
more interested about what they are learning about.

African American Woman

Yes, I do think students would get a better understanding
because everyone is going to focus way more on their culture.
People would like to better know their roots than others.
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African American Man

No, while having culturally relevant material may catch the
eye of some students, its when the material connects with the
students interest.

African American Man

Yes, I believe college students would. Due to the fact, that the
culture they were raised upon is what they know and
understand best.

African American Man

I believe if college students were able to relate or comprehend
the literature more, then would develop a more greater grasp
on the academic concepts.

Caucasian Woman

Pretest
For this action research project, each section of Intermediate Reading (CIE 99)
received a pretest that was aligned to the course objectives. Both sections received the
same number, type, and order of questions. Section A’s pretest had students read Zora
Neale Hurston’s Sweat. Section B’s pretest had students read Sandra Cicernos’s Woman
Hollering Creek.
Figures 25 and 26 are breakdowns of how the students performed on the pretest
before any teaching by the researcher was given. For this pretest, in both sections,
students were graded out of a 100 percent, as shown on the Y axis. On the X axis is how
students in performed by gender and ethnicity.
Figure 25
Section A
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Based on the results from this pretest, African American women scored at a 45
percent; Caucasian women scored at a 37 percent; African American men scored at a 27
percent; Caucasian men scored at a 20 percent.
Figure 26
Section B
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Based on the results from this pretest, African American women scored at a 17
percent; Caucasian women scored at a 10 percent; African American men scored at a 17
percent. Students in Section B performed much lower than students in Section A.
However, Caucasian women scored the lowest of the section.
Teaching
The researcher conducted identical forty-five-minute lessons with both sections
that covered course objectives. The researcher used the students’ assigned text and
questions from their pretest to ensure that students had a familiarity with the text while
making sure to review course objectives in the exact order, using the exact same
language, and time format for each skill. Therefore, the only difference in Section A and
B is the text that the researcher used.
Post Test
For this capstone project, the researcher gave each student in both sections a posttest. The post-test had a possible score of 100.
For figure 29, the possible percentage range is on the y axis and the student
demographics are listed on the x axis. The percentages on the bars are the averages of the
students by ethnicity and demographic.
Figure 27
Section A
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Based on the results from the post-test for Section A, African American women
scored at 50 percent, Caucasian women scored at 45 percent; Caucasian men at 43
percent, and African American men scored at a 34 percent. Therefore, African American
women scored the highest and African American men scored the lowest.
Figure 28
Section B
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Based on the results from the post-test for Section B, African American women
scored at a 54 percent, Caucasian women scored at a 50 percent, and African American
men scored at a 43 percent. Therefore, African American women scored the highest and
African American men scored the lowest.
Engagement
For this action research project, engagement is attached to the researcher’s
research questions. To measure the students’ level of engagement, the researcher gave
each student an identical exit questionnaire.
For this chart, students selected responses on a rating scale of 1-6; 1 being the
lowest and 6 being the highest. On the left side of the chart is the overall theme of the
question and the possible ratings. Across the top of the chart are student demographics.
Under each demographic is the number of students who selected that rating.
Figure 29
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Section A
Instructor
Engagement

African A Men

African A Women

Caucasian Women

Caucasian Men

1

0

0

0

0

2

0

0

0

0

3

0

1

0

1

4

1

0

1

2

5

2

2

2

3

6

1

4

4

1

Average

5

5.285

5.428

4.57

Instructor Influence

African A Men

African A Women

Caucasian Women

Caucasian Men

1

0

0

0

0

2

0

0

0

0

3

0

0

0

1

4

1

1

1

1

5

2

0

2

3

6

1

6

4

2

Average

5

5.714

5.429

4.429

Material Engagement African A Men

African A Women

Caucasian Women

Caucasian Men

1

0

0

0

0

2

1

0

0

0

3

1

0

0

0

4

1

0

0

1
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5

0

0

4

5

6

1

7

3

1

Average

3.75

6

5.429

5

Before

African A Men

African A Women

Caucasian Women

Caucasian Men

1

0

0

0

0

2

1

0

0

1

3

1

0

1

0

4

0

2

2

4

5

1

0

2

1

6

1

5

2

1

Average

4

5.429

4.429

4.143

After

African A Men

African A Women

Caucasian Women

Caucasian Men

1

0

0

0

0

2

0

0

0

0

3

0

0

0

0

4

2

0

0

1

5

1

0

1

3

6

1

7

6

3

Average

4.75

6

5.857

5.286

Understand Concepts

Understand Concepts

67

Based on the results from participants, African American women had the highest
rating among all participants in instructor influence, material engagement, understanding
before the lesson was taught, and understanding of lesson after it was taught. Caucasian
women had the highest rating among all participants in instructor engagement. African
American women gave the lowest rating for material engagement, understanding before
the lesson was taught, and understanding after the lesson was taught. Caucasian men gave
the lowest rating for instructor engagement and instructor influence.
Figure 30
Section B
Instructor Engagement

African A Men

African A Women

Caucasian Women

1

0

0

0

2

0

0

0

3

0

0

1

4

0

1

0

5

2

5

1

6

1

4

2

Average

5.333

4.9

5

Instructor Influence

African A Men

African A Women

Caucasian Women

1

0

0

0

2

0

0

0

3

0

0

0

4

0

1

1
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5

0

2

0

6

3

7

3

Average

6

5.6

5.5

Material Engagement

African A Men

African A Women

Caucasian Women

1

0

0

0

2

0

0

0

3

0

0

0

4

0

0

1

5

1

2

1

6

2

8

2

Average

5.667

5.8

5

Before

African A Men

African A Women

Caucasian Women

1

0

2

0

2

0

1

2

3

0

3

1

4

1

3

0

5

1

1

0

6

1

0

1

Average

5

3

3.25

Understand Concepts After African A Men

African A Women

Caucasian Women

1

0

0

Understand Concepts

0
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2

0

0

0

3

0

0

0

4

0

1

0

5

0

3

1

6

3

6

3

Average

6

4.9

5.75

Based on the results from participants, African American men had the highest
rating among all participants in instructor influence, instructor engagement,
understanding before the lesson was taught, and understanding of lesson after it was
taught. African American women gave the highest rating in material engagement. African
Americans women gave the lowest rating for instructor engagement, understanding
before the lesson was taught, and understanding after the lesson was taught. Caucasian
women gave the lowest rating for instructor influence and material engagement.
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CHAPTER V- CONCLUSION
As an educator, I have always operated with a “do what is best for the student”
mentality. From planning engaging lessons, finding new resources to use in the
classroom, researching what is current to my students, or providing a safe space for
student learning, I wanted to make sure that every student who walked through my
classroom door left with something they did not have before they entered. Little did I
know that what I was attempting to do was provide my students with a culturally relevant
learning experience. As a novice teacher earlier in my career, I saw how many of my
students of color lacked engagement in curricula, ultimately producing subpar work or
none at all. It was not until I began to change the way that I approached teaching that I
saw my students flourish and find joy in learning.
While this was a fairly new way of teaching to me, in my doctoral research I
discovered that the idea of culturally relevant teaching, material, and pedagogy has been
around for quite some time, thanks to researchers like Ladson-Billings. Ladson-Billings
wrote numerous articles providing teachers with insight on how to approach learning for
students that matches their culture while providing lessons that uphold the standard of
rigor and academic excellence. However, in my detailed research, I noticed that a
majority of students were omitted in the articles written about providing a more inclusive
classroom.
Many of these researchers have spent a great deal of time evaluating what that
learning looks like in pre-kindergarten through twelfth-grade classrooms. This is great
for students and teachers in that arena of education. Many of the students who benefited
from this type of teaching and research went off to college and worked towards a college
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degree. However, in my research, I found that the research in these excellently crafted
articles failed to incorporate students who are in college.
I firmly believe that education in its entirety should never operate under a “do
what is best for the majority of students” mentality. I feel educators should do what is
best for all students; this idea includes college students. Many of the college students that
I have encountered, who benefitted from this culturally rich environment in prekindergarten through twelfth-grade, often cited doing extremely well in grade school but
did not understand why the academic excellence did not transfer when they prepared to
enter into college. These students often describe that they felt embarrassed when they
would receive ACT scores that were much lower than the national average, ultimately
forcing them to take remedial classes when they began college. Due to this notion, I felt it
necessary to dive into research that was inspired by Ladson-Billings, but with a new
population of students.
Inspiration Research
Africana Mathematics, a theory that tested math at a collegiate level for African
Americans using culturally relevant teaching styles and materials, was inspired by
Ladson- Billings’s research (Jett, 2013). Jett (2013) wanted to include student voice in
the discussion of teaching math to African American students. Therefore, Jett (2013) took
procedures in finding out the backgrounds, genders, and mathematical experience of the
students in his class.
Jett’s (2013) approach to finding out his students’ interest before he began
teaching was an idea I found interesting. Knowing the students in the classroom is
extremely important when considering how to make a classroom environment more
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inclusive. Therefore, I wanted to borrow from Jett’s (2013) idea of getting to know the
students in the classroom before I dived into the lesson and material.
Aside from different subject matter, where my research differed from Jett is that I
was not the teacher of record for my participants, ultimately not allowing a rapport to be
built with students before the research was completed. Not being the teacher of record, I
could not dive deep into the student backgrounds. During my research, I was only privy
to the potential number of participants and the gender and the ethnic makeup of the class.
Nevertheless, even though Jett’s (2013) study serves as inspiration for my study, I find
that his study complements my study in getting to know students before the research
process begins. Jett was the teacher of record for his students, whereas in my study, I was
not. Therefore, I was not able to build a relationship with students for an extended period
to really investigate what their culture was beyond race and gender.
With my research leaning on literacy, I examined Gross’s (2016) research closely.
Gross suggested that teachers should use students’ culture, no matter the perception, as a
teaching tool for literacy (Gross, 2016). Gross suggested that teachers lean into deeper
conversations with the students around topics that may make the teacher or the student
uncomfortable because of the topics covered in the literature aligned to the students’
background (Gross, 2016). This was done with the selection of material in my pretest and
post-test. I found Gross’s study to complement my study. For the reading material,
participants read about topics that the researcher judged to be heavy social topics in
America.
Participants in both sections of CIE 99 read two passages that discussed physical,
emotional, and sexual abuse with close individuals. Understanding the current climate in
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society with movements like Me Too and women having the courage to face their abuser
openly, I thought the students could connect with this text closely as the issues are
current. In addition to the timeliness of the topic, for the class that I wanted to read
culturally relevant literature, I made sure the character’s ethnicity aligned with the
ethnicity of the class. As Gross (2016) suggested, when I taught this material, I made sure
to lean in with teaching the material and to be unafraid to ask tough questions that
encouraged the students to examine the text in an analytical way.
Sealey-Ruiz (2007) used a focus group of African American women focus and
encouraged participants to incorporate their lived experience into the content in class.
Sealey-Ruiz (2007) reported that she had more buy-in from participants after she
incorporated lived experiences. Due to the teacher of record informing me that both
sections of CIE 99 had a majority African American woman demographic, I encouraged
students to think about how they could see themselves in the role of the protagonist an
African American woman during the lesson. This decision was inspired by Sealey-Ruiz’s
research.
Conclusions Drawn from Findings
Based on the results of my research, I conclude that African American women in
both sections performed higher on the pretest than their peers in CIE 99. It is important to
note that in Section B of CIE 99, African American women and African American men
were tied for the highest score. However, the African American women in Section A, the
class with the culturally relevant pretest based on race and gender, outscored Section B
by 28 percent. Even though neither group of students passed the pretest, I infer that these
students had a connection with the protagonist in the story. African American women in
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Section A were able to connect with the protagonist on an exact racial and gender level,
while the African American women in Section B were able to connect with the
protagonist on being a person of color, even though it was not the same racial
demographic, and a woman. Therefore, I conclude that because the students were able to
make a connection in some way, they were able to academically access the text better
than their peers.
The aforementioned conclusion held true during the post-test as well. African
American women in both sections outscored their peers on the pre and post-test. My
conclusion is based on the idea that when one teaches through the culturally relevant lens
(in this case the lens of a person of color and a woman), the students in this case African
American women) are able to make connections more closely when asked questions
where they had to answer an analytical question during the lesson. This conclusion is also
supported by the questionnaire the students answered about material engagement. African
American women in both sections had the highest scores with material engagement
compared to their peers.
Perhaps owing to the disparity in participation, data from African American men
were not as clear as African American women. African American men in Section A had
the next to last lowest score on the pretest, whereas African American men in Section B
had the highest scores, tied with African American women. However, African American
men in Section A had the lowest score in material engagement, while African American
men in Section B had the second to lowest score. African American men in Section A, I
theorize, only had a connection to the protagonist’s racial ethnicity and African American
men in Section B only shared a connection with a protagonist who was not specifically
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African American. During the lesson, I also took note that this group of participants,
Section B, did not have as many questions, did not raise their hands, and did not try to
provide many additions to the discussion of the material. This led to the conclusion that
even though there is a slight connection, it was not enough for students to buy-in to the
material; somewhat opposite of the conclusions I reached for African American females.
As far as the post-test is concerned, African American males fell to the bottom on the
post-test for both Sections A and B.
Caucasian women in Section A scored the second-highest on the pretest with the
African American protagonist, while in Section B, Caucasian women scored the worst.
Much like my theory about the African American men, I theorize that the Caucasian
women were only able to share one connection with the protagonist in both stories, that
of being a woman. However, in section A, a few of the participants did report during the
open discussion of the material that they did share a connection of abuse with the
protagonist. As it relates to material engagement, Caucasian women in Section A gave
the second-highest score for material engagement, while Caucasian women in Section B
scored material engagement the lowest compared to their peers. I theorize that because
some of the Caucasian women in Section A shared two connections with the protagonist,
some abuse and all women, their scores reflected the second highest in the class. The
Caucasian women in Section B only shared a connection with gender, therefore dropping
their score to bottom for the pretest. However, as it relates to the post-test, Caucasian
women in Section A maintained their second place for the highest score on the post-test,
where in Section B’s case, Caucasian women moved ranks to second place out of three,
beating African American men by seven percent.
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Caucasian men in Section A scored the lowest on the pretest. I theorize this was
due to the fact that there were no connections at all for these students. Moreover,
Caucasian men also gave material connections the next to the last score. However, it is
important to note that Caucasian men surpassed African American men on the post-test. I
theorize this was due to due to Caucasian men’s buy-in during class and thus to gaining a
better understanding of concepts. Caucasian men reported having the next to last score,
by .143 percentage points, of understanding academic concepts before the lesson.
Nevertheless, at the conclusion of the lesson, Caucasian men reported having grown
1.428 percentage points in understanding academic concepts at the end of the lesson,
while African American men only reported a .75 percentage point increase. Therefore, I
theorize that because this demographic of students grew more academically, they were
able to move up one position on the post-test.
Continued Research
Due to the fact that this research gathered data over a one-day period only, I was
not able to see a long-term benefit or detriment of culturally relevant literature for
African American college students. Also due to this time limit, I was not able to see what
happened when African American men received material that matched their culture more
closely as a way to compare it to their peers in CIE 99. Therefore, I believe this research
could be extended in several directions with more time.
As I continue to research, I would propose to continue this study over the course
of an academic year. During that year, I would lean on more scholarly research to gain
more ideas on how to approach the teaching of and learning with culturally relevant
literature. In addition to more research, I would want to examine how students used the
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skills learned from culturally relevant literature and applied them to literature that was
not culturally relevant to examine if the skills they learn are only applicable when the
student has some interest.
Secondly, after I am able to get to know my students at a deeper level, I would
also test the materials on different bodies of students. I believe this would allow me to
have more insight into what is exactly culturally relevant to students. Moreover, after the
material is tested on various students, I would reach out to various faculty members to
ensure the material is valid and reliable for a more conclusive study.
After I completed a longer research study, I would want to extend this study to
various professors in various academic disciplines. All students are required to take
courses that deal with a variety of reading and writing, but from my experience, culture
for students of color is hardly ever considered in any of the readings and materials.
Students of color learn about European culture most of their academic career, but their
culture, if they are lucky, is usually only recognized during times like Black History
month or learning about oppression like slavery and the tragedies of the Civil Rights
Movement, with the exception of a few national treasures like Martin Luther King, Jr.
and Rosa Parks. I think with the extension of this research, professors could examine how
their students of color learn best and if it provides a new level of thinking for their
Caucasian students.
Moreover, in the long term, I would want to investigate how to include the
practice of multicultural literature on standardized exams, like the ACT, to see if students
of color would benefit from being able to make some connections. As it currently stands,
students of color perform at a lower percentage on standardized exams. Being a student
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of color, many times I have seen the lack of diversity in the literature on standardized
exams. Therefore, testing this research on a national platform could provide higher
education entities a new outlook on how students are accepted and awarded scholarships.
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APPENDIX A - INSTRUMENT
Place a check mark in the box you feel is most appropriate.
1. Please select your age range:
o 18- 25
o 25-30
o 31-40

2. Please select your gender:
o Male
o Female
o Self-Described
o Gender Non-conforming

3. Please select your identifying race/ethnicity:
o Caucasian
o African American
o Hispanic/Latinx
o Asian/Pacific Islander
o Native American
o Other

4. Please select your current educational status:
o Freshman
o Sophomore
o Junior
o Senior

5. Please select the best estimate to describe your high school’s racial composition as
you remember it.
o 90% African American
5% White/Caucasian
5% Latinx/other
o 80% African American
10% White/Caucasian
10% Latinx/other
o 70% African American
20% White/Caucasian
10% Latinx/other
o 45% African American
45% White/Caucasian
5% Latinx/other
o 30% African American
60% White/Caucasian
10% Latinx/other
o 20% African American
70% White/Caucasian
10% Latinx/other
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o 10% African American

80% White/Caucasian

10% Latinx/other

6. When should students read literature that matches their culture during their
undergraduate course work? (RQ 1)
o Never
o Very little
o About half
o All the time

7. In high school, how often were you assigned literature that you enjoyed reading?
(RQ 2 )
o Never
o Very little
o About half
o All the time

8. In high school, how often were you assigned literature in which you felt the
characters represented who you were culturally? (RQ 1)
o Never
o Very little
o About half
o All the time

9. How much experience do you have with analyzing literary text? (RQ 4)
o None
o Less than 10 hours
o More than 10 but less than 20 hours
o More than 20 hours

10. How comfortable are you with analyzing text? (RQ 2)
o
o
o
o

Not comfortable
Somewhat comfortable
Comfortable
More than comfortable
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11. In high school, how often did your teachers give students the opportunity to select
literature that they felt connected to? (RQ 1)
o
o
o
o

Never
Very little
About half
All the time

12. Please select your level of engagement with text when the literature focuses on a
culture different from your own. (RQ 2)
o High
o High/Medium
o Medium
o Low/Medium
o Low

13. Please select your level of engagement with text when the literature matches your
culture. (RQ 2)
o High
o High/Medium
o Medium
o Low/Medium
o Low

14. What type of literature do you read for pleasure? (RQ 2)
o Websites
o Blogs
o Books about my culture
o Books about other cultures
o Other_____________________
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15. How important is it for a teacher to assign text that is relevant to the student
population of a course? ( RQ 1)
o Extremely Important
o Very Important
o Kind of Important
o A Little Bit
o Not Important At All

16. Please select the definition of the term analyze when used in literacy. (RQ4)
o Recounting the high points of the story
o Summarizing the overall messaging of a story
o Selecting a subject to evaluate the elements of and examining how the details support the
narrative
o None of the above

17. Please select the definition of the term theme when used in literacy. (RQ4)
o The climax of the story
o The underlying messaging of the story
o The genre of the story
o None of the above

18. Please select the definition of the term vocabulary when used in literacy. (RQ4)
o The words used to give meaning to a story
o A set of words used to support the story
o Words that have meaning
o None of the above

19. Please select the definition that defines the term decode when used in literacy.
(RQ4)
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o Break apart words
o Analyze and interpret words
o Convert into another form
o None of the above

20. How much experience do you have with finding the theme of literature? (RQ 4)
o None
o Less than 10 hours
o More than 10 but less than 20 hours
o More than 20 hours

21. How much experience do you have with defining vocabulary in literature? (RQ 4)
o None
o Less than 10 hours
o More than 10 but less than 20 hours
o More than 20 hours

22. How much experience do you have with decoding words in literature? (RQ 4)
o None
o Less than 10 hours
o More than 10 but less than 20 hours
o More than 20 hours

23. If material was culturally relevant to the student, do you think that college students
would develop deeper understandings of academic concepts? Why? (RQ 1)

_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
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APPENDIX B – PRE TEST 1
Name:
_______________________________________________________________________
Please respond in complete sentences.
1. In the short story Sweat, Delia expresses to Sykes how hard she works to take
care of the house and the family, ultimately using the word “Sweat” as a
descriptor of how hard she works. In what way could the title Sweat be also
related to Delia’s life beyond work?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
2. We see in the passage that Sykes brings a snake in the house even though he
knows Delia is terrified of them. What is the symbolic meaning behind his
bringing the snake into the home beyond trying to terrorize Delia and getting her
to leave?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
3. Refer to the following statement,
She saw that Sykes had kicked all of the clothes together again, and now stood in her way
truculently, his whole manner hoping, praying, for an argument.

Define Truculently, to the best of your ability, as it is used in the text above.
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
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________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
4. Sykes often mentions he runs the town in which he lives, but we see from the
story that the gentlemen on the porch are not in favor of Sykes. What does
Hurston’s dialogue of the gentleman on the porch add to the story?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
5. In the beginning of the story, Sykes uses a bull whip to frighten Delia. Delia
questions Sykes as to why he has the whip. Sykes refuses to answer and chooses
to demean Delia. What is symbolic about his remarks to her in the beginning of
the story that foreshadow his character’s respect for Delia?

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
6. Describe your understanding of this short story and the underlying meaning
relating to the main characters.

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
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APPENDIX C- PRETEST 2
Name:
________________________________________________________________________
Please respond in complete sentences.
1. In the short story Woman Hollering Creek, what from the story would lead
readers to believe the title is connected to Cleofilas’ life?

_________________________________________________
_________________________________________________
_________________________________________________
_________________________________________________
_________________________________________________
_________________________________________________
2. Refer to the following passage
The day Don Seralin gave Juan Pedro Martinez Sanchez permission to take Cleofias
Enriqueta DeLeon Hernandez as his bride, across her father’s threshold, over several
miles of dirt road and several miles of paved, over one border and beyond to a town en el
otro lado- on the other side- already did he divine the morning his daughter would raise
he hand over her eyes, look south, and dream of returning to the chores that never ended,
six good for nothing brothers and one old man’s complaints.
What is symbolic about the description of Cleofias and Juan’s Pedro’s journey in for the
opening of the story?
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
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3. Refer to the following statement,
Although she admitted she may have been brought up a little leniently as an only
daughter- la consentida, the princess- there were some things she would never tolerate.
Define leniently, to the best of your ability, as it is used in the text above.
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________

4. Cleofias thinks about returning home but thinks a lot about what the family and
neighbors would think. What does this information add to the overall story line?

___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________
5. Referring back to question 2 and the route the Juan Pedro took Cleofias on to get to
their new home, how does this line foreshadow his character’s personality
throughout the story?
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________

6. Describe your understanding of this short story and the underlying meaning relating
to the main characters.
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
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APPENDIX D- POST TEST
Questions
1.

Refer to the following statement:

“There were no words at first. Just like mommy. But then he began cuddling me. Spooning me.
Innocent enough, right?”

Porter couples his stepfather spooning him with innocence. Explain why the author might have chosen to
equate an illegal act with innocence, while ending that statement in “right?”?
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________

2.

Porter recounts the relationship with his stepfather as an affair. Refer to the following
statement:

“I was performing in the shows at Kennywood Park in my hometown of Pittsburgh when the memory
of the affair flooded my senses.”

How could the word Affair be correctly and incorrectly associated with the situation?
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
3.

Refer to the following statement:

“To believe Dr. Ford and actually do the right thing about it would be to relinquish White Power. White
privilege hangs in the balance and the only way to hold onto whiteness or at least slow down progress and
equality is to stack the courts with White Supremacist allies.”
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How does this statement support Porter’s overall argument for this OpEd?
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________

4.

Select a response that best analyzes Billy Porter’s overall message of this Op-Ed.

a.
b.
c.
d.

The ways in which we deal with trauma, affects who we become when we are the decision
makers of the world
We should always believe children
Response to trauma can sometimes only be answered in therapy
Billy Porter’s sexual experience with his stepfather did not influences his sexuality

5.

Select the best definition, in relationship to the text, for pensive.
His demeanor was different. He seemed pensive. Remorseful even.

a.
b.
c.
d.

Contemplating
Angry
Indifferent
Unmoving
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APPENDIX E- EXIT QUESTIONNAIRE

1. On a scale of 1-6, how engaged where you with today’s instructor? (1 being the
lowest and 6 being the highest)

1 2 3 4 5 6
2. On a scale of 1-6, how much did the instructor influence your understanding of
the material? (1 being the lowest and 6 being the highest)

1 2 3 4 5 6
3. On a scale of 1-6, how engaged where you with the material for today? (1 being
the lowest and 6 being the highest)

1 2 3 4 5 6
4. On a scale of 1-6, how well did you understand today’s literary concepts BEFORE
being taught by Mr. Floyd? (1 being the lowest and 6 being the highest)

1 2

3 4 5 6

1. On a scale of 1-6, how well did you understand today’s literary concepts AFTER
being taught by Mr. Floyd? (1 being the lowest and 6 being the highest)

1 2

3 4 5 6
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